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1

Introduction

The book of Acts plays a pivotal role in the New Testament. It stands at the 
center of the New Testament canon, following the Gospels and immediately 
preceding the Epistles. It thus forms the bridge between the Gospels and the 
Epistles (and Revelation). Like the Gospels, it is a “foundation document,” 
describing the beginnings of the Christian faith. But it also provides the frame-
work according to which we are to understand the Epistles. It sets forth the 
apostolic history that serves as the basis and interpretive grid for the apostolic 
teaching embedded in the New Testament letters. This canonical ordering was 
clearly intentional, for it involved separating Acts from the Gospel of Luke, 
even though these two books were written by the same author and Acts was 
intended to be the second volume of the two- volume work.1 It is thus the 
linchpin of the New Testament.

Moreover, along with Hebrews, the book of Acts is one of two New Testa-
ment books that explores what the exalted Christ is doing now, between the 
resurrection and the parousia.2 (I will argue below that, in a sense, the exalted 
Christ is the primary actor in the narrative.) Whereas Hebrews addresses this 
theme through discourse and with its own theological emphases (especially the 
royal priesthood of Christ), the book of Acts offers a narrative interpretation 

1. The separation of the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts occurred very early, probably 
before the end of the first century; see, e.g., McDonald, Biblical Canon, 386–87; Gregory, Re-
ception of  Luke and Acts. The present position of Acts in the New Testament canon was well 
established by the end of the fourth century; Metzger, Canon of  the New Testament, 311–15.

2. Other New Testament books, of course, speak of the significance of Jesus’s present 
exaltation (e.g., Eph. 1:15–23; 2:4–7; Col. 3:1–2) but do not develop this notion in a sustained 
way, like Acts or Hebrews. The book of Revelation emphasizes Jesus’s present enthronement 
and its significance for events on earth, but Revelation does not stress his activity to the same 
extent as Acts or Hebrews.

_Bauer_BookActsStory_JH_bb.indd   13_Bauer_BookActsStory_JH_bb.indd   13 3/10/21   11:57 AM3/10/21   11:57 AM

David R. Bauer, The Book of Acts as Story 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



2

of the present Lordship of Christ with an emphasis upon his sovereign par-
ticipation in the historical events involving the Church in the world. Acts is 
the only New Testament book that offers a theological interpretation of the 
history and, more specifically, the mission of the Church, and it does so with 
constant attention to the role of the exalted Christ.

All of this means not only that the book of Acts is supremely important 
but also that it is unique among the writings of the New Testament. Only 
Luke3 connects his account of Jesus with the story of Jesus’s earliest followers 
in the years immediately after the resurrection. Indeed, no comparable book 
exists among the entirety of early Christian writings. To be sure, subsequent 
centuries saw the emergence of books with “Acts” in their title (e.g., Acts of 
John, Acts of Peter, Acts of Paul, Acts of Thomas); these belong to the New 
Testament Apocrypha. But these are generally fanciful, romanticized, and 
often grotesque accounts that lack the degree of substantial theological in-
tentionality that we find in the canonical Acts. They thus stand closer to what 
the ancients expected of novels than to the historiography that characterizes 
our canonical book of Acts.4

In fact, the very distinctiveness of Acts raises questions regarding the char-
acter of the book that are difficult to answer. For example, does the book of 
Acts belong to a specific genre, and if so, how should we classify it? What 
exactly is the relationship between the book of Acts and the Gospel of Luke? 
Is a knowledge of Luke’s Gospel necessary for understanding Acts, or can 
we adequately understand the book of Acts by taking it as a self- contained, 
essentially separate work? What is the purpose of Acts? Indeed, does it have 
a single purpose, or is it more accurate to think of a multiplicity of purposes?

As we will see, scholars have offered a variety of answers to these questions. 
But there is one characteristic of Acts about which virtually everyone agrees: 
it is a narrative. It presents a consistent story from beginning to end. Yet, 
surprisingly, readers have often not taken full advantage of this observation 
as they approach the book of Acts. Some have treated it as simply a chronicle 
of events from which they can mine information in an attempt to construct 
the first chapter of the history of the Church. Others have dissected it in the 
hope of identifying sources that lie behind the book of Acts, earlier traditions 
that Luke had at his disposal.

But manifestly the narrative character of the book of Acts calls upon us to 
read it accordingly, to apply a method of interpretation that is appropriate 

3. I will refer throughout to the author as “Luke” for the sake of simplicity; I am thereby 
making no claims regarding the Lukan authorship of Luke- Acts, although I consider that pos-
sibility quite plausible.

4. Hennecke, New Testament Apocrypha, 2:167–531; cf. Keener, Acts, 1:65.

The Book of Acts as Story  
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to the nature of the book of Acts as story. Increasingly, therefore, scholars 
have brought insights from “literary criticism” or “narrative criticism” to 
bear in the interpretation of Acts. Yet, for the most part, these studies have 
been directed to certain themes or motifs in Acts, or Luke- Acts, or to smaller 
portions of the book.5 Up to this point, little has been done to examine the 
book as a whole according to narrative criticism.6 It is therefore the purpose 
of this volume to examine the book of Acts in its entirety according to the 
principles of narrative criticism, so as to lead to a fresh interpretation of 
Acts and insights into the meaning of some of the major themes and motifs 
of the book. More specifically, I have three aims in mind. First, I intend to 
demonstrate that Jesus is the dominant character in the book of Acts in the 
sense that the book presents a story in which God continues to realize his 
purposes in the world primarily through the repeated and constant actions 
of the exalted Christ, whose involvement in the events of the narrative render 
him ultimately responsible both for the witnessing activity of the Church 
and the salvation to which the Church bears witness. Second, I intend to 
show that Acts presents a consistent message throughout, and that properly 
attending to the tensions and apparent dissonances of certain details within 
the narrative can result in a richer, more robust, more nuanced understanding 
of that message. And finally, in continuity with the work of earlier narrative 
critics, I intend to show how narrative criticism may address certain issues 
and answer some questions arising from Acts in ways that are not possible 
when depending solely upon the historical- critical method.

I should mention that while narrative criticism is a clearly recognized, 
discrete approach, it is also sufficiently dynamic that no two practitioners 
approach the task in exactly the same way. In other words, each brings his 
or her own emphases and specific processes to the enterprise. Thus, my own 
approach is necessarily somewhat distinctive.

The target audience for this book is seminary students, undergraduate 
students, pastors, and informed and serious laypersons. But my anticipation 

5. See, e.g., the insightful studies by Tyson, Death of  Jesus; Shepherd, Narrative Func-
tion; Cheng, Characterisation of  God; R. Thompson, Keeping the Church. For his part, Kurz, 
Reading Luke- Acts, deals helpfully but briefly with a series of issues or categories that relate 
to narrative- critical study not simply with Acts but with the whole of Luke- Acts.

6. A possible exception is the massive and influential volume by Tannehill, Narrative Unity 
of  Luke- Acts. But this is more of a commentary employing narratology and contains no meth-
odological discussion. At any rate, it is thirty years old. I might mention here also Spencer, 
Journeying through Acts, but he combines a narrative reading with cultural- anthropological 
insights. Similarly, Marguerat, First Christian Historian, applies narrative- critical insights in 
a study that emphasizes the historiographical character of Acts. For a helpful discussion of 
narrative- critical, or narratological, study of Acts through 1993, see Spencer, “Acts and Modern 
Literary Approaches.”

Introduction
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is that the book will be of value also to scholars who are interested in the 
interpretation and theology of Acts and who are concerned with hermeneutics 
and, specifically, narrative criticism.

Chapter 1 lays the groundwork for the remainder of this study. Herein I 
explore briefly the relationship of the book of Acts to the Gospel of Luke; the 
genre of Acts; and the major ways in which Acts has been studied. In chapter 2 
I discuss narrative criticism and its value for the interpretation of Acts. In 
chapter 3 I present a proposal for the literary structure of the book of Acts.

In chapters 4 through 7 I trace the narrative of Acts. Using my under-
standing of the book’s structure as a framework, I walk through the book, 
passage by passage, careful to note ways in which readers build meaning. I 
naturally give more detailed attention to those passages that have greater 
significance for the plot or message of Acts, but I treat every portion of the 
text. This volume, then, is primarily a narrative- critical commentary on the 
book of Acts.

The Book of Acts as Story  
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1

Approaching Acts

Any robust and effective reading of Acts assumes at least a basic orientation 
to the book and thoughtful consideration as to how we might effectively 
examine such a book. This kind of orientation does not involve bringing 
extraneous information to bear in such a way as to “read it into” the text, 
but rather acquiring the level of knowledge and the kind of perspective that 
the author assumed his1 intended readers would have and would bring to the 
reading experience. Thus, in this chapter I address the character of the book 
of Acts and present a methodological approach that is well suited to a book 
of this nature.

Relation of the Book of Acts to the Gospel of Luke

The fact that the book of Acts is separated canonically from the Gospel of 
Luke by the insertion of John’s Gospel between these two writings has natu-
rally tended to lead readers to approach these two books separately, in spite 
of the consideration that a comparison between the “prologue” to Luke’s 
Gospel and that of Acts (cf. Luke 1:1–4; Acts 1:1–3) makes it clear that these 
two books were produced by the same author2 and that they belong in some 
sense together. A turning point occurred in 1927 with the publication of The 

1. Luke- Acts suggests that the author is male (note, e.g., the male participle παρηκολουθηκότι 
at Luke 1:3). Hence, throughout I will use the masculine singular pronoun.

2. Although cf. Walters, Assumed Authorial Unity.
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Making of  Luke- Acts by the Harvard professor Henry J. Cadbury.3 After 
the appearance of that volume the hyphenated designation became virtu-
ally ubiquitous. Subsequently, almost all scholars have insisted that the two 
volumes must be understood in light of each other.

Yet, a difference of opinion exists regarding the nature and extent of that 
relationship. On the one hand, scholars such as Charles H. Talbert and F. F. 
Bruce contend that Luke wrote the two to be read as one continuous nar-
rative, thus constituting a single book.4 At the other extreme are scholars 
such as Mikeal Parsons and Richard Pervo,5 who maintain that although 
the Gospel and Acts were written by a single person, their differences in 
genre, narrative features, and theology require that we consider them as 
two separate books.6

Actually, problems exist for both of these positions. On the one hand, 
we have no evidence that the Gospel and Acts ever circulated together as a 
single volume.7 Moreover, in Acts 1:1 Luke himself differentiates Acts from 
the Gospel when he refers to the Gospel as “the first book” (τὸν πρῶτον 
λόγον). On the other hand, the claim that the two books express significant 
theological differences is doubtful; most of the points of alleged discontinu-
ity can be accounted for on the basis of the distinct subject matter and the 
salvation- historical progression from the Gospel to the Acts (earthly Jesus / 
period of the early Church).8

As my tracing of the plot of Acts will demonstrate, a dialectical relationship 
exists between the Gospel and Acts. There we will see that Luke constantly 
assumes that the reader of Acts knows the Gospel of Luke and will construe 
details in Acts in light of statements made in the Gospel. Although Talbert at 
points overstates the “structural unity” between the two books, the number 
and character of the parallels between the Gospel and Acts and the thematic 
connections that join these two books require that we consider them as a 
single overarching literary production. Nevertheless, the book of Acts has its 
own distinct structural coherence and is arguably of a different genre than the 
Gospel. Consequently, we should conclude that Acts is the second volume of 
a two- volume work, which on the one hand has its own message to convey, 

3. Cadbury, Making of  Luke- Acts. On the work of Cadbury, see Padilla, “Wirkungsge-
schichte of Henry Joel Cadbury.”

4. Talbert, Literary Patterns, appeals especially to rhetorical patterns and echoes that unite 
the Gospel and Acts; Bruce, Book of  Acts.

5. Parsons and Pervo, Rethinking the Unity; Pervo, Acts, 18–20.
6. For discussions regarding the various issues pertaining to the unity or separation of Luke 

and Acts, see Gregory and Rowe, Rethinking the Unity.
7. See n. 1 in the introduction.
8. E.g., O’Toole, Unity of  Luke’s Theology.

The Book of Acts as Story  
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but on the other hand cannot be fully or even adequately understood without 
reference to the Gospel.9

The Genre of Acts

It is impossible to communicate, especially in writing, without genre. Every 
book, therefore, represents a genre, and some books seem to reflect a mix 
of genres. We might define genre as a repeated and consequently familiar 
combination of content and arrangement of that content. In every culture 
certain genres are recognized and their characteristics are familiar. This issue 
of recognizability is critical, for if a genre is to fulfill its proper function of 
facilitating interaction, it is necessary that both the writer and the reader 
know that the genre exists and are aware of the characteristics of that genre, 
so that the writer can assume that the reader will construe the writing in 
accord with the nature of the genre. In fact, a genre functions as a kind of 
agreement between writers and readers.

Thus, a genre is an implicit code by which the writer guides the audience 
to adopt reading strategies appropriate to that genre and to discourage those 
strategies unsuitable to the genre being employed. It follows, then, that the 
book of Acts belongs to a genre and should properly be read according to 
that genre, even by those who live in a different cultural environment than 
the ancient biblical world and who may be unacquainted with the genres that 
were familiar in that world.10

Although for many years no consensus existed regarding the genre of the 
Gospels, since the publication of What Are the Gospels? A Comparison with 
Graeco- Roman Biography, by Richard Burridge, almost all scholars agree 
that our Gospels, including the Gospel of Luke, are in the form of ancient 
biography.11 The connection noted above between the Gospel of Luke and 
Acts, along with the sustained presentation of Peter and Paul in Acts, has 
led some scholars to insist that Acts belongs to the same genre.12 Yet the 

9. Thus also Marguerat, First Christian Historian, 45–46.
10. For a description of literary genre and its importance, see Osborne, Hermeneutical Spiral, 

26–27, 181–322; Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning, 336–50; Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation, 
26–126; Bailey, “Genre Analysis.”

11. Burridge, What Are the Gospels?, 185–232; Walton, “What Are the Gospels?”
12. E.g., Adams, Genre of  Acts; Porter, “Genre of Acts”; Talbert, Literary Patterns, 125–40. 

Talbert finds a parallel with Diogenes Laertius’s Lives of  Eminent Philosophers, which follows 
the life of the founders of the philosophical schools in each case with an account of his follow-
ers. But scholars have noted that the differences between Laertius’s work and Luke- Acts are 
more pronounced than the similarities. Conversely, other scholars have insisted that the con-
nection between Acts and Luke requires that we take the Gospel of Luke to be historiography 

Approaching Acts
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focus of the book of Acts is upon events and geographical expansion more 
than personages; accordingly, Acts ends without any indication of what will 
happen to Paul when he finally makes his appeal to Caesar.13 The primary 
concern is to show, through the plotting of Acts, how the gospel is finally 
effectively proclaimed as far as Rome and announced in an unhindered fash-
ion at Rome itself.14 Moreover, because Acts is manifestly a well- told story, 
with adventures and suspense, others have considered that it belongs to 
the genre of novel,15 especially since ancient novels often featured stories 
of historical personages, similar in some ways to our historical novels. Yet, 
unlike ancient novelists, Luke makes mention of employment of sources 
(Luke 1:1–4), and ancient novels do not contain the concerns for truth claims 
that we find in Acts.16

In fact, almost all scholars insist that Acts belongs to the genre of ancient 
historiography.17 The debate involves only whether one can rightly identify 
a more specific form of ancient historiography. Because Acts is a single- 
volume history, over against the multivolume histories that were prevalent in 

rather than biography; thus, e.g., Aune, New Testament, 80. Keener, Acts 1:61–62, insists that 
Acts is a history that moves in the direction of biography, while “the two- volume work reads 
more fully as history when both volumes are read as a whole, because it sets forth Jesus’s life 
. . . and the story of the early church’s mission within the broader framework of Israel’s his-
tory.” Yet he also states that “in the end, Luke probably mixed genres, as ancient literature 
often did” (p. 52). In fact, several recent scholars have indicated that the lines between history 
and biography were somewhat blurred in the Greco- Roman world; see, e.g., Penner, Christian 
Origins, 104–36.

13. For additional reasons why Luke may have chosen not to narrate the outcome of Paul, 
see Trompf, “On Why Luke Declined.”

14. The fact that the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts constitute two volumes of a 
larger work does not in itself require that they share the same genre; nothing would necessar-
ily prevent Luke from framing his first volume in the form of a biography and his second as a 
history. See Hemer, Book of  Acts, 33; Green, “Luke- Acts or Luke and Acts?,” 112. Smith and 
Kostopoulos, “Biography, History and the Genre,” insist that among ancient Greco- Roman 
writers no clear differentiation was made between biography and history and that, in the end, 
Luke- Acts may have been viewed according to the general rubric of “history,” which may include 
much of what we would consider biographical. See also Bale, Genre and Narrative Coherence, 
93; Penner, Christian Origins, 104–6. While taking issue with Smith and Kostopoulos at the 
methodological level, Pitts, “Fowler Fallacy,” suggests that Luke- Acts is essentially historiog-
raphy with “a long biographical portrait of Jesus in Luke 3–24” (p. 359), which in my mind 
is tantamount to saying that the bulk of Luke’s Gospel is biographical but, considering Luke 
1–2 and its connection with Acts, Luke 3–24 has been placed within a broad historiographical 
framework. In my judgment, Pitts’s solution seems the best way forward. Luke- Acts as a whole 
is a blending of historical and biographical, with a predominantly biographical macrostructur-
ing in the (bulk of the) Gospel of Luke, and a primarily historiographical macrostructuring 
in the book of Acts.

15. Pervo, Profit with Delight.
16. For a careful assessment of these genres as they apply to Acts, see Keener, Acts, 1:54–83.
17. Keener, Acts, 1:90–91; Phillips, “Genre of Acts.”

The Book of Acts as Story  
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antiquity, and because it focuses upon a relatively narrow period of time, the 
tendency among recent scholars is to consider it a “historical monograph.”18

Understandably, scholars have devoted a great deal of attention to the na-
ture of ancient historiography. A consensus has emerged that the following 
are characteristics of the genre:19

• focus on events rather than persons as such, though of course persons 
are necessarily important in the course of describing events

• connected, logically developing plot line, over against annals or chron-
icles that offer basically a list or mere sequence of happenings

• use of rhetorical devices that were at home in the literature of classical 
antiquity, employed for the sake of persuasion, though sometimes also 
for the sake of aesthetic embellishment

• concern for historical accuracy and reliability20

• concern for usefulness for the present, over against a merely antiquar-
ian interest

• tendency to flesh out or expand narratives so as to provide interest, fill 
in details missing from their sources or their immediate knowledge, or 
to facilitate coherence of the plot, yet with an eye to historical prob-
ability, though not always with an insistence on “documentary proof,” 
characteristic of modern historiography

• tendency to compose speeches that were appropriate to the person or 
setting described— that is, to indicate what the historical speaker prob-
ably said or would have said on a particular occasion21

18. Thus, e.g., Hengel, Acts and the History, 36; Keener, Acts, 1:90–115; Plümacher, “Die 
Apostelgeschichte”; Palmer, “Acts and the Ancient Historical Monograph”; Padilla, Speeches 
of  Outsiders, 3, 42–105. Some scholars (e.g., Padilla, Acts, 62–72; Marguerat, First Christian 
Historian, 20–24) have noted that historical monographs were typically careful to avoid direct 
claims regarding divine involvement, and consequently that Acts may reflect the form of histori-
cal monograph, but in substance Luke has been influenced by Old Testament and especially 
Jewish historians such as 2 Maccabees to emphasize the determinative role of God in the his-
tory. For a more nuanced view that recognizes that Greco- Roman historiography gave some 
attention to the divine, see Shauf, Divine in Acts, 17–67. Some have identified a more specific 
genre within historiography (e.g., “apologetic historiography”), but this classification perhaps 
gives too much weight to one possible purpose of the book; cf. Sterling, Historiography and 
Self- Definition; Penner, Christian Origins, 223–60.

19. See, e.g., Hemer, Book of  Acts, 63–243; Marguerat, First Christian Historian, 26–64; 
Hengel, Acts and the History, 3–68; Aune, New Testament, 77–115; and esp. Keener, Acts 
1:90–220.

20. Though cf. Penner, Christian Origins.
21. In this regard, it is typical for scholars to cite the great Greek historian Thucydides, 

Peloponnesian War 1.22.1: “The words uttered by individual speaker, both before they went to 

Approaching Acts
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• tendency to abbreviate or summarize speeches
• employment of selectivity according to their specific purpose in writ-

ing, which may have been, inter alia, moral, religious, or institutional
• presentation of positive and negative moral examples

We can quite readily see both similarities and differences between ancient 
historiography and modern histories. It is obviously critical to read Acts ac-
cording to the standards of expectations of historiography of the first century. 
Keeping these characteristics in mind will assist us in reading the book of Acts 
according to the assumptions of its original readers.

war and once they were engaged in it, could not easily be recorded with accuracy either by me 
in cases where I heard the speech myself or by those making reports to me from the various 
places. The speeches here represent what in my judgment it would have been most important 
for the individual speakers to say with regard to the current circumstances, while keeping as 
closely as possible to the general sense of what was actually said.” Indeed, Marguerat, First 
Christian Historian, 18, refers to this as the “Thucydidean dogma.”

The Book of Acts as Story  

_Bauer_BookActsStory_JH_bb.indd   22_Bauer_BookActsStory_JH_bb.indd   22 3/15/21   9:42 AM3/15/21   9:42 AM

David R. Bauer, The Book of Acts as Story 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



11

2

Narrative Criticism and Acts

A Method for the Study of Acts

During the Protestant Reformation and the centuries immediately following, 
most readers of Acts pursued a grammatical- historical approach that sought 
to discern from the book the meaning of the details of the earliest history of 
the Church. Yet even during this period many scholars attempted to identify 
the theological purpose of the book. Thus, for example, in the eighteenth 
century Johannes Bengel insisted that Luke wrote in order to set forth the 
“victory of God’s Word.”1 In the modern period scholars have attempted to 
locate and reconstruct the sources (both written and oral) that Luke may have 
used to compose Acts (source criticism2 and form criticism3), or to trace the 
way in which Luke has edited these sources so as to ascertain the message 
Luke wished to communicate to his audience with a view toward his teaching 
or providing pastoral care to his readers (redaction criticism4), or to employ 
insights from the social sciences to understand more clearly the social and 
cultural dynamics at work in these events that Luke records (sociological 
analysis5).6 While all of these methods have value, it is my contention that 

1. Bengel, Gnomon of  the New Testament, 1:740, 925.
2. Source criticism attempts to reconstruct the written sources that Luke employed to com-

pose the book of Acts. See, e.g., Dupont, Sources of  Acts; Lüdemann, Early Christianity.
3. Form criticism attends to the oral traditions that Luke incorporated into the book of Acts. 

See, e.g., Dibelius, Studies in the Acts of  the Apostles; Dodd, Apostolic Preaching.
4. E.g., Conzelmann, Theology of  St. Luke; Haenchen, Acts; Schille, Die Apostelgeschichte.
5. E.g., Malina and Pilch, Social- Science Commentary; Spencer, Journeying through Acts.
6. For a thorough presentation of the history of the study of the book of Acts, see Gasque, 

History of  the Interpretation.
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the ultimately narrative character of the book of Acts, as indicated in my 
brief examination of the genre of Acts, warrants a primary focus upon its 
narrative dynamics. Indeed, giving attention to the interpretation of the book 
as narrative can inform in significant ways the work of these historically ori-
ented methods that I have just listed;7 however, the limitations of space will 
not allow me to develop in the present volume the ramifications of narrative 
criticism for these other methods.

Narrative- Critical Study of Acts

Over against most other methods for studying the Gospels and Acts (e.g., 
form criticism, redaction criticism), narrative criticism is not unique to biblical 
studies but was adopted from secular literary studies, which utilize narrative 
criticism under the rubric “literary criticism.”

Development and Character of  Narrative Criticism

We can trace the rise of literary criticism within university departments of 
literature to “New Criticism,” which was a movement popular in secular literary 
studies in the 1930s and 1940s. New Criticism rejected the claim that in order to 
understand a piece of writing interpreters must know as much as possible about 
the author (including the author’s background and psychological makeup), the 
historical situation in which the writing was produced, the sources that were 
employed, the historical events or persons that the writing might describe or 
allude to, the original audience, or even the effect that the writing had or has 
on its readers. New Critics considered all of these issues “referential”— that 
is, referring to matters outside the piece of literature itself— and they warned 
against the “referential fallacy,” by which they meant the invalid notion that 
the meaning of a text is dependent upon something to which the text either 
explicitly or implicitly refers (e.g., the original author, the community to which 
it was addressed, or external events that are described in the text). On the 
contrary, the New Critics insisted that we must derive the interpretation of a 
book not from these considerations that are outside the text, but exclusively 
from the book itself, without recourse to any external information.

In spite of the fact that literary criticism has modified the absolute and ex-
treme “text- only” insistence of New Criticism, both secular literary criticism 

7. Many years ago Petersen, Literary Criticism, 9–48, 81–92, explored the significance of 
narrative criticism (or “literary criticism,” as it was then known) for the historical criticism of 
the Gospels and Acts.
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and biblical narrative criticism continue to focus upon the meaning that the 
text generates on the basis of its own form and content. Thus, narrative 
criticism differs from source, form, and redaction criticism in that these ap-
proaches focus on “behind- the- text” issues. Moreover, narrative criticism dif-
fers also from the attempts associated with “historical criticism”8 to engage 
in a historical reconstruction of the events or persons described in the story, 
since such a reconstruction would move outside the story world itself.

Although narrative criticism does not take it upon itself to explore the 
relationship between events and persons described in the story and events in 
the “real world”— that is, the world external to the narrative— narrative criti-
cism of Acts acknowledges that the book of Acts itself makes “real- world” 
claims. Thus, the narrative of Acts has a “mimetic” purpose: it intends to 
relate real- world events. Yet narrative criticism also recognizes that the events 
as described in the narrative of Acts are not collapsible to these real- world 
events. In developing a narrative, the author of Acts creates a “narrative 
world”: a more or less closed system in which everything within the narra-
tive relates to everything else within this narrative world and has its function 
within the story universe the writer has created.

The real world includes every event that has happened. But a narrative 
world, including that which we find in Acts, is highly selective. The writer 
chooses to include certain events, but he necessarily omits a host of others. 
The narrative world, in other words, is narrower and more focused. And the 
selection of events in the narrative world, and the way in which those events 
are related to one another in the story, are designed to persuade the reader to 
adopt a certain way of thinking. Moreover, the narrative world is scripted in 
a way that cannot be the case with our experience in the real world. In the real 
world we are not led along by a “voice” that tells us how to understand the 
various events we encounter or their relationship to one another. We experi-
ence no voice that tells us what people are thinking or feeling, and no voice 
that provides us with an evaluation of people or events. But in the narrative 
world the text provides such a voice.

The upshot is that an oblique relationship exists between the narrative 
world of Acts and the real- world events that it describes. The author of Acts 
intends not that his story should perfectly mimic the real world but that his 
narrative should offer to readers an interpretation of real- world events and, 

8. I am using “historical criticism” in the narrower sense of historical reconstruction of 
events described in a narrative, over against the broader meaning of the term that encompasses 
all attempts to engage in a historically objective study of the text in all of its aspects. See Bauer 
and Traina, Inductive Bible Study, 228, 392–99; Krentz, Historical- Critical Method; Soulen and 
Soulen, Handbook of  Biblical Criticism, 78–80.
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in fact, should shape readers’ perception of the real world of which they are a 
part and influence even their perception of themselves. The narrative world of 
Acts thus has an authentic, but indirect, correspondence to the real world that 
it describes. It is therefore naïve to think that one can move directly from the 
presentation of the narrative to events in the real world. In the first instance, 
we must deal with the events and persons that are described in the book of 
Acts within the dynamics of the narrative of the book of Acts itself (and, in 
some measure, the Gospel of Luke).

Narrative criticism of the Gospels and Acts traces its beginnings primarily to 
the collaboration of a New Testament professor, David Rhoads, and a professor 
of literature, Donald Michie, in a course on the Gospel of Mark in 1977, the re-
sults of which they presented in their 1982 book, Mark as Story: An Introduction 
to the Narrative of  a Gospel.9 Other pioneers in New Testament narrative criti-
cism include Jack Dean Kingsbury on Mark10 and Matthew;11 Robert Tannehill 
on Luke and Acts;12 and R. Alan Culpepper on John.13 These pioneers, and most 
subsequent New Testament narrative critics, employ categories drawn from the 
literary theorist Seymour Chatman14 and the Russian formalist Boris Uspensky.15

Story of  the Narrative

Chatman insists that all narratives contain two elements: story (“what is 
told”) and discourse (“how it is told”).16 The story consists of events, charac-
ters, and settings.17 “Events” refer to the incidents in the story— for example, 

9. Rhoads and Michie, Mark as Story. Cf. the second, revised edition, which includes also 
the collaboration of Joanna Dewey, published under the same title in 1999: Rhoads, Dewey, 
and Michie, Mark as Story. For an account of the collaboration between Rhoads and Michie 
and the beginning of New Testament narrative criticism, see Rhoads, Reading Mark, ix–xv. We 
can identify certain precursors to New Testament narrative criticism, including Frei, Eclipse of 
Biblical Narrative; Beardslee, Literary Criticism. Actually, one of the precursors to New Testa-
ment narrative criticism was the literary or narrative criticism of the Old Testament. See esp. 
Alter, Art of  Biblical Narrative. For a history of the rise of New Testament narrative criticism, 
see Powell, What Is Narrative Criticism?

10. Kingsbury, Christology of  Mark’s Gospel; Kingsbury, Conflict in Mark. Cf. (for Luke), 
Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke.

11. Kingsbury, Matthew as Story.
12. Tannehill, Narrative Unity of  Luke- Acts.
13. Culpepper, Anatomy of  the Fourth Gospel.
14. Chatman, Story and Discourse.
15. Uspensky, Poetics of  Composition. Some New Testament narrative critics have drawn 

not so much from Chatman or Uspensky, but Genette, Narrative Discourse, or Stanzel, Theory 
of  Narrative.

16. Chatman, Story and Discourse, 19–42; Kingsbury, Matthew as Story, 3.
17. For a helpful discussion of these three aspects of story in New Testament narratives, see 

Resseguie, Narrative Criticism, 87–165, 197–240.
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in Acts, the healing of the lame man at the Beautiful Gate of the temple 
(3:1–10), or the death of Stephen (7:57–60). These events are set in succes-
sive (or temporal) order, and the order of these events forms the plot. The 
plot is the chain- like causal progression from one event to the next, marking 
development of the story. The plot of Acts runs from the days immediately 
following Jesus’s resurrection to Paul’s imprisonment at Rome. I will trace the 
story line of Acts in detail in chapters 2 through 4. But I wish at this point to 
make some general comments about the plot of the book of Acts.

Plot often revolves around conflict, especially between the protagonist 
(chief character) and the antagonist (primary opponent).18 And conflict is 
certainly at the center of the book of Acts. But we actually find two levels of 
conflict, and therefore two levels of plot, in the book of Acts. The dominant 
conflict is between the exalted Christ and the Church over against those re-
cipients of the ministry of the Church who oppose the Church’s message and 
mission. This means, then, that in Acts we have a complex protagonist: Christ 
and his Church. The Church, and especially certain of its leaders (though not 
necessarily “apostles”19), are the most obvious actors within the narrative of 
Acts. According to the narrative, they drive the action on the human- historical 
plane. But, arguably, the exalted Lord Jesus Christ is the most significant actor 
in the narrative of Acts.20

Although God is the ultimate reality in the narrative world of Acts, God 
is not actually a character in the book, for God neither acts nor speaks in the 
plotted narrative; that is, God is not the subject of actions or speech in the 
plot of Acts. In theological terms, God is transcendent but is not immanent in 

18. Abrams, Glossary of  Literary Terms, 139.
19. The title “Acts of the Apostles” is therefore something of a misnomer. For even in the 

earlier chapters of the book only one apostle, Peter (and to a much lesser extent John), plays 
a significant role. And Paul, who looms large in the latter portion of the book, is, according 
to Luke’s description, not an apostle (1:21–26), though the appellation is applied to him (and 
Barnabas) in obviously a broader sense as “one who has been sent” in 14:4, 14. Moreover, 
other (non- apostle) leaders of the Church carry much of the action—e.g., Stephen (6:5, 8–8:3; 
11:19; 22:20) and Philip (6:5; 8:4–40; 21:8). This title almost certainly was not affixed by the 
author, although it is attested by the end of the second century. For a discussion of the title, 
see Fitzmyer, Acts, 47–49.

20. Thus also A. Thompson, Acts of  the Risen Lord; Fitzmyer, Acts, 48. This claim may seem 
to contradict my insistence, argued above, that Acts is of the genre of history, not biography. In 
other words, it may be asked: If Jesus is the main character, then why is Acts not a biography 
of Jesus, continuing the biographical character of Luke’s Gospel? The answer involves how 
character is executed. In Acts, the exalted Christ is presented as the main factor in a historical 
process, not (as in the Gospel of Luke) as the main factor in a story line that focuses upon a 
personal project. The consideration that the whole of Luke- Acts is concerned with events that 
involve the fulfillment of God’s plan put forward in Scripture (Luke 1:1–2) does not invalidate 
this distinction.

Narrative Criticism and Acts
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the story world of Acts.21 As exalted Lord, Jesus is transcendent (e.g., 2:33–36; 
3:13; 5:31; 7:55–59), but he is also immanent in that he both acts and speaks 
within the plotted narrative.22 In fact, a perusal of Acts generates an impres-
sive list of activities of the exalted Christ that propel the plot:

• He shows the Church who is to be chosen as Judas’s replacement, and 
he himself chooses Matthias (1:24; cf. 1:2).23

• He pours out the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (2:33).
• He heals the lame man at the Beautiful Gate of the temple and gives 

faith for his healing (3:16; 4:9–11).
• In the wake of his resurrection, he has been sent to Israel to bless Israel, 

causing each one to turn from their wickedness (3:26).
• He is standing before the throne of God, apparently pleading for Stephen 

at the point of Stephen’s death, and receives Stephen’s spirit (7:55–59).
• He accosts Saul of Tarsus and speaks to him on the Damascus Road 

(9:4–5; 22:7–10; 26:15–18).
• He speaks to Ananias, giving him instruction regarding Saul (9:10–16).
• He will show Paul how much he must suffer for the sake of “my name” 

(9:16).
• He proclaims forgiveness of sins and frees from evil (13:38–39).

21. Cheng, Characterisation of  God, 14–15, speaks of God as an “invisible character” who 
“is characterised indirectly through his people’s deeds and words concerning him.” But such 
a description does not correspond to the definition of character that Cheng herself cites: “an 
individual or collective figure in the narrative, assuming a role in the plot” (p. 5, quoting Mar-
guerat and Bourquin, How to Read Bible Stories, 60), for the narrator does not describe God 
as assuming a direct role in the unfolding of the plot, even though certain characters at times 
speak of God’s actions (e.g., 3:31; 11:18). In fact, one could argue that God is a character in 
the Gospel of Luke, where God actually appears on the scene and speaks (Luke 3:22; 9:35). 
Yet God is not a major character even in Luke’s Gospel, since the narrator does not present 
God as participating in plotted action (beyond the ways in which these two speech events may 
contribute to the subsequent development of the narrative), and God speaks only twice in the 
flow of the story.

22. Buckwalter, “Divine Saviour,” speaks of Christ being both transcendent and immanent 
in Acts, in analogy to the Old Testament depiction of the transcendence and immanence of 
Yahweh.

23. This is done by “the Lord,” which almost always designates Jesus in the book of Acts 
(e.g., 2:36), though on some occasions is used of God (e.g., 2:39; 3:20, 22; 4:26, 29–30; 7:31, 
33, 49; 13:47; 15:17–18; 17:24). (Most of these references are quotes of or allusions to the Old 
Testament; otherwise Luke uses “Lord” to speak of God very infrequently.) But here it certainly 
refers to Jesus, as the connection between his “choosing” of the original apostles (1:2) and his 
“choosing” of Matthias here makes clear. Note how “Lord” (κύριος) is repeatedly connected 
with Jesus throughout Acts (1:6; 2:21 [cf. 7:59; 9:14, 21; 22:16]; 4:33; 7:60; 8:16; 9:1, 10–17, 
27–28, 42; 11:17, 20–21; 14:23 [cf. 16:31]; 15:11, 26; 18:8, 9; 19:5, 13, 17; 20:21, 24, 35; 21:13).
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• Through his Spirit, he will not allow Paul and his company to enter 
Bithynia (16:7).

• He speaks a word of encouragement and promise to Paul (18:9–10).
• He gives to Paul his ministry (20:24).
• He reveals his will to Saul and sends Saul to the gentiles (22:17–21).
• He speaks to Paul, revealing his will (23:11).
• He promises to deliver Paul (and therefore does deliver Paul) from Jews 

and gentiles (26:15–18).24

• He proclaims light both to the people of Israel and to the gentiles (26:23).

As we will see below, this repeated activity on the part of the exalted Christ 
accords perfectly with Acts’s description of the first book (Gospel of Luke) 
as dealing with all that Jesus began to do and teach (1:1), thereby suggesting 
that Acts will narrate what Jesus continues to do and teach. It is therefore 
difficult to understand how some scholars can speak of an “absentee Chris-
tology” in Acts.25

But the linkage of the exalted Christ and the Church as a complex pro-
tagonist is suggested not only by the recurring emphasis on Jesus’s continuing 
activity throughout the book, but also by the coalescence that Acts repeatedly 
makes between the exalted Christ and his Church. For example, in 3:26 Peter 
declares, “God, after having raised up his servant [Christ], sent him to you 
first, to bless you by turning every one of you from your wickedness.” Now, 
it is quite clear that it is through the proclamation of the Church that Israel 
may potentially experience this blessing of repentance from wickedness, yet 
Luke ascribes this proclamation of the Church to God’s servant, Jesus. We 
encounter a similar coalescing of the proclamation of the Church with that 
of the exalted Christ in 26:23, where Paul declares that “by being the first 
to rise from the dead, he [Christ] would proclaim light both to the people 
and to the gentiles.” Moreover, in 4:25–30 Luke applies Psalm 2:1–2, which 
speaks of the rulers gathering against the Lord’s “Anointed” (Christ), to the 
experience of the suffering of the Church. Yet we find the clearest connection 
between the exalted Christ and the Church in the thrice- repeated account of 
Saul’s conversion, where the exalted Christ asks Saul, “Why do you persecute 
me?” (9:4–5; 22:8–9; 26:14–15).

Thus, the exalted Christ is directly one with the Church both in the Church’s 
proclamation and in its suffering. This close alignment, at points forming a 

24. This is actually a conservative list, since I have omitted several references to the actions 
of the “Lord” that probably refer to Jesus but could relate to God (e.g., 16:14).

25. Moule, “Christology of Acts,” 165, 179–80.
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virtual rhetorical identification between the Church and the exalted Christ, 
marks the Church as the body of those who willingly and enthusiastically 
submit to the plan and purpose of God for his world, which God is accom-
plishing through Jesus Christ, and functions as the human- historical vehicle 
for the fulfillment of this divine purpose. Consequently, Acts presents the 
Church preeminently as people in mission.

The Church, then, experiences conflict with those who resist or seek to 
obstruct this mission of God that comes through the activity of the exalted 
Christ in his Church. Accordingly, the Church faces conflict with demons 
and easily overcomes them (16:16–18; 19:12). And related to the demonic 
is the Church’s confrontation with magicians (8:9–24; 13:4–12) and magic 
(19:18–19), which was associated in the Jewish mind with the devil.26 These, 
again, are easy conquests for the Church. But the most prominent antagonists 
of the Church are the “Jews” and especially the Jewish leadership, which 
forms a “character group” within Acts.

At the beginning of the Jerusalem period (2:1–8:1a) the reaction of the Jew-
ish people to the ministry of the Church is generally positive. The Jerusalem 
crowds are inwardly moved by Peter’s Pentecost sermon (2:37), so that three 
thousand of them are baptized and experience the outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit along with the original 120 (2:41; cf. 2:38; 1:15)— and these are added 
to the Church (2:47). In the wake of Peter’s sermon following the healing of 
the lame man at the Beautiful Gate of the temple, another five thousand Je-
rusalem Jews “believed” (4:4). We are told that the people held the apostles 
in high honor (5:13), that multitudes of men and women believed and were 
“added to the Lord” (5:14), and that Jews from far and wide around Jeru-
salem brought the sick and demon possessed so that they might be healed 
(5:15–16). Later we learn that “the number of disciples multiplied greatly in 
Jerusalem, and a great many priests were obedient to the faith” (6:7). We can 
understand this positive response, since “the promise of the Holy Spirit” was 
for the benefit of them and their posterity (2:39), and since God, after having 
raised up his servant, sent him to these Jewish crowds first to bless them (3:26) 
and to “give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins” (5:31).

But along with these positive responses we find also some shadows. In the 
face of the phenomena attending the descent of the Spirit, the Jews gathered 
for Pentecost are “amazed and perplexed,” not knowing what all of this meant 
(2:12). Likewise, the people are “filled with wonder and amazement” at the 
healing of the lame man (3:10). At that time “all the people” ran to Peter and 
John in Solomon’s Portico, staring at them in such a way as to suggest that 

26. Garrett, Demise of  the Devil.
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the man was healed by their virtue or power (3:11–12). Even more ominous 
is the report that at the descent of the Spirit some are mocking, accusing the 
120 of being drunk, filled (not with the Spirit but) with new wine (2:13–15).

Moreover, through the speeches in these early chapters of Acts we over-
hear the people being reminded that they were responsible for killing the 
Christ, whom God has now vindicated through the resurrection (2:22–24, 36; 
3:17–26). Consequently, we hear Peter describing those who killed the Christ 
as a “crooked generation” from which Jews should seek to be saved (2:40), 
allowing God to turn them from their wickedness (3:26). Although in killing 
the Christ they acted “in ignorance” (3:17), now that God has raised Jesus 
from the dead they can no longer plead ignorance; rather, whoever does not 
listen to this “prophet like Moses” (Christ) who has now been raised will be 
cut off from the people (3:23). The reader naturally wonders how the Jewish 
people who were responsible for the death of Christ will now react to his 
presence again with them in the proclamation of the Church.

But there is no question regarding the reaction of the Jewish leadership. 
Their hostility is manifest from the beginning and grows throughout the Je-
rusalem period. In fact, the generally positive response of the Jewish crowds 
is a catalyst for the opposition on the part of the leaders. The “priests and 
the captain of the temple and the Sadducees” are disturbed that Peter and 
John are “teaching the people” and consequently arrest them for questioning 
(4:1–4). Their discomfort that Peter and John are “proclaiming in Jesus the 
resurrection from the dead” points to an additional reason for their animus: 
they object to the notion of the resurrection of the dead (a theological con-
viction on their part that the reader knows from Luke 20:27, and of which 
the reader will be reminded in Acts 23:8). At this time the “rulers, elders, 
and scribes” along with the “whole high- priestly family” gather together in 
Jerusalem to threaten them if they continue to teach or speak in the name of 
Jesus (4:5–6, 17–22). In the wake of the people holding the apostles in high 
honor and bringing their sick for healing, the “high priest and the party of 
the Sadducees” are “filled with jealousy” and arrest not just Peter and John, 
as in chapter 4, but all the apostles and openly imprison them (5:17–19).

These Jewish leaders are also acting out of fear of being stoned by the 
people, since the apostles are accusing them of killing Jesus, but without the 
caveat of ignorance that ameliorated the charge the apostles earlier brought 
against the people (5:26–32; 4:8–12; but cf. 3:17; 13:27). Moreover, the apostles 
have already implied to these religious leaders that they were acting against 
God (4:19; 5:29). Indeed, they want to kill the apostles (5:33), and are dis-
suaded only by the appeal of the Pharisaic leader Gamaliel, who himself 
is not convinced, as are many among the Jewish crowds, of the Church’s 
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proclamation, but nevertheless argues theologically for caution (5:33–39). 
Thus, Gamaliel’s intervention prevents the destruction of the apostles, which 
at this point would have meant the demise of the Church’s mission (cf. 1:15–
26). Nevertheless, the outcome of this encounter is the beating of the apostles, 
the first physical violence perpetrated against the Church (5:40–42).

By the end of chapter 5 a division arises between the Jewish crowds and 
their leaders, and especially the Sadducees and high- priestly leaders, over the 
proclamation of the Church. Indeed, the favorability that the Jewish crowds 
show toward the Church serves as a buffer against the violence that the reli-
gious authorities wish to inflict upon the leaders of the Church (4:21; 5:26), 
and the Jewish leaders actually fear the negative reaction from the people 
that will result from any harm the leaders might inflict upon the apostles.

But in chapters 6 and 7 the Jewish people come alongside the religious 
leaders in their opposition to the Church. Here Stephen, the first non- apostle 
in the narrative of Acts to proclaim the gospel, faces opposition initially not 
from the religious authorities but from the members of certain Hellenistic 
synagogues in Jerusalem. When they fail to best Stephen in argument, they 
charge him with blasphemy, and particularly with speaking against the temple 
and the law (6:8–14). Stephen’s response is not so much a “defense” against 
the accusations leveled falsely against him as it is a highly selective theological 
interpretation of Israel’s history in which he insists that throughout its history 
Israel has rejected the saviors God has sent to Israel and that the people’s act 
of rejecting the God- appointed savior has necessarily led to idolatry (7:1–50); 
he thereby implies that, in rejecting Jesus the Savior, they have turned the 
temple itself into a place of idolatry. When Stephen explicitly accuses them 
of lawlessness and murder (7:51–53), they prove Stephen right by lawlessly 
murdering him (7:54–60). Thus, at the end of the Jerusalem period Luke 
presents both the Jewish leadership and the Jewish people in Jerusalem as 
violently antagonistic toward the Church.27

Yet, in each instance of this opposition throughout the Jerusalem period, 
the result proves positive for the mission of the Church. Just after the first 
arrest by the religious leaders, we read that as many as five thousand who 
heard the word believed (4:4). And the threats from the religious authorities 
result not in fearful silence on the part of the Church but rather in prayer that 

27. The audience of Stephen’s speech is specifically the council—i.e., the religious leaders 
(6:12–7:1). But it is clear that others, besides the members of the council, were present and 
participated in the death of Stephen; these include the “witnesses” and Saul (7:58). Moreover, 
Stephen’s speech accuses not just the religious leadership in Israel’s history, but the people as a 
whole. And, of course, it was the members of the Hellenistic synagogues in Jerusalem who ini-
tially attacked Stephen and who finally dragged him, with (false) accusations, before the council.
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the Lord would continue to perform the very acts of healing that occasioned 
the persecution, and that the Lord would grant boldness to his servants as 
they speak the word (4:23–31). And the apostles respond to their beating by 
“rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name” 
and by ceaselessly “teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ” (5:41–42).

An even more positive outcome attends the murder of Stephen, for the great 
persecution that arose in the wake of Stephen’s murder leads to the witness 
of the Church beyond Jerusalem, to “all Judea and Samaria” (cf. 1:8). Up to 
this point, in the Jerusalem period, the Church has proclaimed the gospel 
only to Jews. But now, in the “all Judea and Samaria” period (8:1–12:25), the 
Church gives witness not just to Jews but also to non- Jews who nevertheless 
have some connection with Jews and Judaism (Samaritans, God- fearers, an 
Ethiopian eunuch who is returning from worshiping at the temple).

But this period also introduces another threat to the Church on the part 
of the Jews: Saul of Tarsus. He replicates with even greater intensity the op-
position from the Jews in chapters 2–7: he commits believers to prison (8:3; 
9:2; cf. 4:3; 5:18); he breathes “threats” (9:1; cf. 4:21, 29) and “murder” (9:1; 
cf. 7:54–60). Here, as we saw throughout 2:1–8:1a, the effect of this hostility 
is the reversal of the purposes of the opponents. Through the intervention of 
the resurrected Lord (9:3–19; cf. 22:6–16; 26:9–23), this enemy of the gospel 
and persecutor of the Church is turned into the great proclaimer of the gospel 
and the premier missionary of the Church.

If this period that focuses upon “all Judea and Samaria” commences with 
opposition in the person of Saul, it concludes with opposition in the person 
of “Herod the king” (12:1–23), who kills the apostle James and imprisons 
Peter, with the intent to put him to death also. This challenge from Herod 
involves the convergence of Jewish and Roman political opposition; for al-
though Herod Agrippa was considered to be, in a sense, a Jew and conducted 
his attacks against the Church in order to curry favor with the Jews (and not 
just the Jewish leadership, 12:3), he owed his reign to Claudius Caesar and 
represented the power of imperial Rome.28 As with Saul of Tarsus, we have 
here the overthrow of an enemy. Unlike Saul, however, Herod is not turned 
into a friend but is stricken by the Lord and dies as food for worms (12:23). 
But immediately thereafter Luke reports that “the word of the Lord grew 
and multiplied” (12:24).

The antagonism between the Church and the Jews in the third period, that 
of witness to “the end of the earth” (12:1–28:31), centers upon the erstwhile 
enemy who has become the chief proclaimer of the gospel, Saul (now known as 

28. See Schürer, History of  the Jewish People, 1:442–52; Barrett, Acts, 1:573–74.
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Paul), and his companions. When opposed by the Jewish magician Bar- Jesus, 
Paul renders him temporarily blind and wins the proconsul Sergius Paulus 
to the faith (13:4–12). In his speech before the Diaspora Jewish audience at 
Pisidian Antioch, Paul accuses the Jews at Jerusalem and their leaders of 
crucifying the Christ, whom God has now raised, and warns his hearers that 
failure to place faith in this Christ will result in their destruction (13:13–43). 
The success that Paul has with many Jews and gentile converts to Judaism 
leads to jealousy on the part of “the Jews,” and to a persecution against Paul 
and Barnabas that forces them to move on.

We find a repeated pattern in these chapters according to which Paul 
preaches in the synagogue only to be rejected, attacked, and forced to move 
on so as to evangelize new areas (14:1–21:16). Indeed, on two occasions Paul 
declares that he will henceforth go to the gentiles (13:46; 18:6), although in 
each case, when he moves to the next location, we find him continuing his 
practice of proclaiming the gospel first in the synagogue (14:1; 19:8). Again, 
we see that opposition, while personally painful to the Church and its leaders, 
serves only to spread the preaching of the gospel and to further the mission 
of the Church.

In these chapters, moreover, we find that the Church for the first time ex-
periences gentile opposition. The pagan people of Lystra, who had wanted 
to worship Paul and Barnabas as gods, stoned Paul at the instigation of Jews 
who had followed Paul from Iconium (14:8–19). And Paul is attacked by gen-
tile mobs in Philippi (16:11–40) and Ephesus (19:23–41), not because of any 
Jewish agitation but rather because of the monetary threat that some gentiles 
considered the gospel to pose for them. Indeed, it was the Jewish aspect of 
the missionaries and correspondingly their anti- idolatry message that was 
deemed offensive by these gentile opponents (16:19–21; 19:26–27). But in 
these instances, too, the tumult by no means brought ultimate harm upon 
the Church but rather formed the opportunity to move on so as to minister 
in other areas. Paul, representing the Church, also encounters intellectual op-
position in Athens, where the philosophically oriented Greeks take exception 
to the (Jewish) notion of the resurrection of the dead (17:16–34).

But the final conflict that the Church faces is with the Jews, and this con-
flict again centers on Paul. When a tumult erupts over Jewish misperception 
that Paul had violated the sanctity of the temple, Paul is arrested by a Roman 
centurion and placed in custody (21:17–36). Paul’s defense before the people 
on the occasion of his arrest at the temple does nothing to assuage their 
anger; for when he mentions mission to the gentiles, the Jews call out for his 
death (22:1–29). For their part, the Jewish leaders consider Paul’s incarcera-
tion to be an opportunity to be rid of him, and they repeatedly seek through 
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subterfuge to kill him (23:12–15; 25:1–5), though their plans are foiled through 
the protection offered by Roman officials (23:16–35; 25:4–5).

Finally, in order to preserve his life from the murderous intentions of the 
Jewish leaders Paul appeals to Caesar (25:8–12) and heads, under Roman 
custody, to Rome. But during the period of his incarceration Paul has repeated 
opportunities to defend himself against Jewish accusations that he militantly 
violated Jewish practices and, more importantly, to proclaim the gospel to 
high- ranking Roman officials; here Paul makes clear that he has done noth-
ing to contradict the Jewish faith, but rather that both he and the gospel 
that he preaches affirm the notion of the resurrection of the dead, which is 
at the heart of Pharisaic Jewish belief (23:1–10; 24:1–23; 25:6–12; 26:2–32). 
After a tumultuous sea voyage in which one threat after another is overcome 
(27:1–28:13), Paul and his company reach Rome (28:14–30), where he has a 
final encounter with the Jews. They have received no negative report regarding 
Paul from the Jews in Judea (28:21), but they acknowledge that “this sect” 
is everywhere maligned and consequently are anxious to hear Paul (28:22). 
But the mixed response from their conference is disappointing (28:24–25a), 
leading Paul to condemn them with the blistering words of Isaiah 6:9–10 
(28:26–27) and announce that “the salvation of God” has been sent to the 
gentiles, who will listen (28:28).

I mentioned above that, in addition to this dominant plot involving conflict 
between the Church and its Jewish opponents, we find in Acts also a second 
level of conflict. This second level of conflict involves a subordinate plot cen-
tering on strife within the Church. In this connection, Luke actually presents 
a series of intrachurch conflicts.

The first conflict is occasioned by the distribution of goods to the needy 
within the Church, an activity that itself is a witness to the outside world of 
the resurrection life that pulsates through the Christian community (4:32–37). 
This positive circumstance is disrupted by the deceitful behavior of Ananias 
and Sapphira, who, when confronted by Peter, experience the literally deadly 
judgment of God (5:1–10), which results in reverential fear that edifies the 
Church and draws to the gospel those on the outside who hear of these hap-
penings (5:11–16).

The second conflict is occasioned by the divinely orchestrated numerical 
growth of the Church (6:1a; cf. 2:47). The increasing number of widows leads 
to a bitter and contemptuous complaint on the part of the Greek- speaking 
Jewish Christians that the Aramaic- speaking apostolic leadership of the 
Church is neglecting their widows in the distribution of food (6:1b). Through 
careful attention to an inclusive process of accommodation the conflict is re-
solved with the appointment of a second set of leaders who, like the apostles 
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previously, now engage in the proclamation of the gospel, and they do so to 
both Jews and non- Jews (6:2–7:50; 8:4–40).

The third conflict is occasioned by the conversion of Cornelius and his 
house (10:1–48). The “circumcision party” of the Church calls Peter to ac-
count for his eating with gentiles. Peter’s account of the apparently divinely 
orchestrated events surrounding his visit to the house of Cornelius satisfies 
those who raised the issue, and they glorify God and declare “to the gentiles 
also God has given repentance unto life” (11:18), thus making possible future 
association with gentiles that will be necessary for their ongoing evangeliza-
tion (11:19–26).

Perhaps the most familiar conflict within the Church described in Acts 
pertains to the apostolic council of chapter 15. Although the conference 
that addressed Peter’s visit to Cornelius’s house settled the matter of gentile 
evangelization, it did not address the issue as to whether gentiles who had 
converted to Christianity must also, as part of their faith commitment, adhere 
to the Jewish law, and particularly to circumcision. The success of the mis-
sionary work of Paul and Barnabas among the gentiles raises this question 
in the minds of the “party of the Pharisees” within the Church and leads to 
a significant dissension (15:1–5). This matter, too, is resolved, with a deci-
sion that seems “good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church” 
(15:22) and serves as the foundation for the inclusion of gentiles without the 
“burden” of the requirements of the Mosaic law (15:13–31).

The next conflict involves not the Church in its entirety, but rather the 
two leading figures in the book’s account of the missionary enterprise, Paul 
and Barnabas (15:36–41). This conflict is occasioned not by success, as is 
the case with the previous instances, but rather by the tension between two 
legitimate values: encouragement of an imperfect missionary, and concern 
over the integrity and effectiveness of the mission. A sharp contention arises 
between them, and they separate. This is the only intrachurch conflict in Acts 
that is clearly not resolved; Luke includes no account of the healing of this 
rift. Yet, like the others, it results in missional advancement, since it leads to 
two journeys instead of the single one that had been envisioned.

The final conflict within the Church is precipitated by the conversion of 
many thousands of Jews who are “zealous for the law” (21:20). On the basis 
of false reports these Jews have become suspicious of Paul and his gentile 
mission. The plan, suggested by James and accepted by Paul, is intended to 
reassure these Jewish fellow Christians. But it is unclear that it does so. In 
any event, it propels the plot forward in an ironic way. For it leads to Paul’s 
arrest and imprisonment, which on the surface seems to inhibit the ongoing 
missionary activity of the Church. But it results also in repeated opportunities 
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for Paul to clarify the thorny issue of the relationship between the emerging 
Christian faith and Judaism, and for Paul to announce the gospel before 
powerful Roman officials, and presumably also before Caesar himself, which 
would otherwise have been impossible (21:17–28:31).

Luke is careful to link this subordinate plot involving conflicts within the 
Church to the dominant plot of the Church’s missional engagement with 
the broader world. For each of these intrachurch conflicts is occasioned by 
positive circumstances surrounding the mission of the Church in the world, 
and each is resolved in such a way as to further the mission of the Church to 
those who are on the outside.

Figure 2.1 illustrates the dominant and subordinate plots in Acts.

Figure 2.1
Dominant Plot: The Church in External Conflict

Christ and the Church
(especially leaders) Opponents

Also gentilesPrimarily “Jews”
(especially leaders)

vs.

The conflict resolved repeatedly, with positive outcome for the Church, and 
resolved finally in 28:17–31.

Subordinate plot: the Church in internal conflict series of conflicts, involving 
threat to the unity and integrity of the Church, each resolved.

It may be observed that I have not mentioned the role of Satan, or the devil, 
in this discussion of the plotting of conflicts within the narrative. In fact, Acts 
mentions the devil very infrequently, and when it does so it presents him as 
playing only a vague role. He does operate both within (5:3) and outside of 
the Church (13:10), and his power has been attacked by Jesus in his earthly 
ministry (10:38) and is being overcome in the mission of the Church (26:18). 
By these few references Luke reminds us that this great cosmic power looms 
behind the conflicts in which the Church is engaged, but he does so without 
featuring the devil prominently in the plot of Acts.29

29. So also Darr, On Character Building, 186.
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